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Abstract
Education is understood to generate important financial and 

non-pecuniary benefits at the individual level (Cuñado, & de 

Gracia, 2012). This has led most countries to commit substantial 

resources towards the education of their people. However, it is 

unclear whether education contributes to happiness at a national 

level. Using a panel of data from OECD countries for 2006 to 

2018, we use fixed effects regression to study the impact of 

education on national happiness. When controlling for other 

factors that affect happiness including average household 

income, life expectancy, and presence of social support networks, 

we find that education achievement is not a statistically 

significant predictor of happiness within OECD nations. 
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Aliyev (2021), claims that individual happiness is influenced 

by a multitude of variables, including educational attainment, 

employment status, age, gender, and marital status. FitzRoy and 

Nolan (2020) state that education is correlated with both income 

and health, each of which have a positive effect on life 

satisfaction. This builds upon education's relationship with 

happiness as it creates an indirect pathway for education to 

influence happiness.

We find that the previous literature surrounding education and 

happiness, analyzes education in terms of milestone 

achievements, such as the completion of primary school, 

secondary school, and post secondary school. Education has also 

been viewed in terms of total years spent within the educational 

system as a student.

Evaluating current students' educational attainment in the 

combined subjects math, science, and reading will allow us to 

analyze education's direct impact on happiness within OECD 

member countries in a way that has been under-studied. While an 

increased volume of years spent within schooling may be 

indicative of a higher education, comparatively high test scores 

on internationally standardized tests may reflect a side of 

education that hasn’t yet been observed; especially as pertaining 

to happiness which has previously been thought to have a 

minimal direct relationship with education.

Literature Review
According to Easterlin (2001), most of the studies on 

happiness use the term ‘happiness’ interchangeably with ‘life 

satisfaction’ or ‘subjective well-being’. This is important in 

terms of happiness research, as it clarifies additional literature 

pertaining to the subject of happiness.

Most of the literature surrounding happiness involves self 

reported data, as well as a group of key variables outlined in a 

multitude of research, such as that of Changbin Woo. Woo 

(2018), wrote on the impact of good governance and 

happiness. His research attributes impacts on happiness to 

being from one of two groups. Either individual characteristics, 

or societal characteristics. On the individual level, Woo 

identifies the individual variables income, employment, 

Conceptual Framework
Noddings (2010), states in the Introduction of her book 

entitled Happiness and Education, that “Happiness and 

education are,    properly, intimately connected. Happiness 

should be an aim of education, and a good education should 

contribute significantly to personal and collective happiness” 

While this would be an ideal way to experience the educational 

system, education has taken a primary focus of preparing 

individuals for financial gain. 

According to Layard (2005), among the many variables that 

impact happiness, education appears to have only a small direct 

impact, though it does raise happiness indirectly through its 

impact on people’s earning ability. Layard dismisses critics 

of his that claim that “we are as we are and no mental practices 

can change us.” These critics would attempt to refute that there 

is any direct impact of something like education on happiness. 

If through education, earning potential is increased and 

income is one of the key predictors of happiness, then through 

higher educational attainment, one should be able to derive 

benefit in terms of increased life satisfaction. Shahor (2018), 

found a diminishing return between income generated and the 

number of years spent in education. If this were to hold true for 

our research, then we could expect to see diminishing returns in 

happiness as education increases.

Another potential indirect predictor of happiness that is 

produced through education, is status. Clark, Frijters, and 

Shields (2008) state that status is what buys more happiness. If 

educational attainment is considered a form of status, then there 

is a possibility that through educational attainment, our lives 

could become more satisfied. This offers an alternative route 

from education to happiness via an indirect method.

Model
Our model is based upon Woo (2018) and others research, in 

which select variables are used as a predictor of happiness. What 

Woo specifically shows us is that country level variables can be 

significant predictors of happiness. 

We are using a fixed effect research model in order to 

account for country level fixed effects, as we are measuring data 

across countries over time. We have also led happiness by 1 and 

3 years, in addition to a regression without the lead. Our 

rationale for these degrees of lead, is that at the age of 16, 

students will be of age to enter the workforce. At 18, unless they 

attend post-secondary education, it is likely that they will enter 

the workforce, as they have graduated secondary school.

Data
Self reported life satisfaction, which is our approximation 

for happiness, or Happy, is from Our World In Data’s “Self 

Reported Life-Satisfaction” dataset. It is measured on a ten-

point scale.

The rest of our data comes from the OECD “How's Life? 

Well Being” dataset.

Education is the sum of test scores in Math, Science, and 

Reading from the OECD Programme for International 

Assessment tests. This data was our best option for an 

internationally standardized test.

Income is represented by average household net adjusted 

disposable income, which is a sum of all gross income flows 

minus household transfers, such as taxes on income and 

wealth. This data is measured in thousands of USD using 

2019’s Purchasing Power Parity.

LifeExpectancy is life expectancy at birth which is a 

measure, in years, of mortality that acts as a predictor for the 

lifespan we can expect an infant within a nation to have based 

on current information.

SocialSupport is a value derived from the percentage of 

people who answered yes to the following question in the 

Gallup World Poll. “If you were in trouble, do you have 

relatives or friends you can count on to help you whenever you 

need them, or not?”.

NEET is composed of youths aged 15 to 24 that are 

currently receiving no traditional education, employment, 

or job training.

These summary statistics were derived through analysis 

within the software Stata. They show little outside of what we 

might expect, except for a large mean and max for NEET. The 

large mean value is due to many youths falling in the NEET 

category during  2012 within the European Union.

Results
For the results, we analyzed six variations of fixed effects 

regressions, with the differences between each of these versions 

being that in 2, 4, and 6 we removed income as a variable. This 

was because it might be collinear with Education. The remaining 

difference is the amount of lead given to the happiness data. 

Regressions 1 and 2 are led one year, 3 and 4 are led by three 

years, and 5 and 6 are not led. We have done this to account for a 

delayed effect that education at this 15-year age level will have on 

happiness. We tested regressions leading longer than three years, 

however this did not improve the statistical significance of 

education, nor did it increase our 𝑅2. Due to the results of 

regressions 1 and two contributing nothing in addition to 3, 4, 5, 

and 6, we have opted to omit it from the following table.

Table 1

Table 2

Conclusion
This paper uses a fixed effects regression model, leading 

happiness data, to determine the effect of increased educational 

attainment and happiness within OECD countries. The results 

of the regressions indicate no significance in the relationship 

between performance on the PISA tests and happiness. With a 

greater amount of variation in happiness within OECD countries, 

as well as increased observations, perhaps there would be a better 

chance of statistical significance. Our conclusion seems to 

uphold, Layard's conclusion that education has only a small direct 

impact on happiness, or at worst no impact.

The variables that did show statistically significant in the 

prediction of happiness being NEET, Income, and Life 

Expectancy in select regressions of ours indicate the importance 

of education, employment and training for youths, as well 

financial security and a longer predicted lifespan. Due to their 

large magnitude in comparison to our other variables, NEET and 

Income rise to a role of prominence in terms of important 

influence on happiness.

Policy implications of this research indicate that a good use of 

funding would be put towards providing youths with education, 

employment, or training. It seems like a greater use of money to 

switch from focusing on funding a traditional education, to 

funding training and youth job programs. We suggest if countries 

are experiencing diminishing returns on their investment in 

secondary education, at some point it would eventually become 

profitable to divert funding to other programs to help these 

youths. 

Literature Review Cont…
marital status, and age as predictors of happiness. Societal 

variables identified include multiple governance values, as 

well as GDP. Of all the variables listed excluding governance, 

Woo found a statistically significant impact on happiness at the 

1% level on his regressions including both high and low 

income countries. 

Like Woo, Chen (2021) identified several individual level 

variables including income, gender, age, 𝑎𝑔𝑒2, marital status, 

health, and the level of educational attainment based on 

educational milestones, that act as predictors of happiness. 

Korankye and Kalenkoski (2021) use race, age, education, 

income, health, marriage status, employment status as 

predictors of happiness.

What we see through these examples is a pattern of 

analyzing income, employment, marital status, age, and health, 

as predictors of happiness on an individual level. As well as the 

viability of country level predictors of happiness with Woo’s 

use of GDP as a statistically significant predictor. 

Map of OECD Countries

Model Cont…
𝑯𝒂𝒑𝒑𝒚𝒕+𝒊=𝜷𝟎+ 𝜷𝟏Education+ 𝜷𝟐Income+ 

𝜷𝟑LifeExpectancy+ 𝜷𝟒SocialSupport+ 

𝜷𝟓NEET+U

for i=1,  i=3,  i=0

Results Cont…

(*:10% significance, **: 5% significance and ***: 1% significance)

The results of Table 2 suggest that education is not 

statistically significant as a predictor of happiness. The direction 

and the magnitude of education's impact on happiness is 

unsurprisingly positive and weak as a predictor in all variations 

of our regression.

The most fascinating results were Income's negative 

correlation with happiness in our third regression. Which could 

be an indicator of the Easterlin Paradox(1974).


